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Abstract

In the complex cultural landscape of the modern world, evangelization, or the proclamation of the Gospel,
cannot look the same as it once did. In 1975, Pope Paul VI addressed this need for renewal, calling for a
“new evangelization.” Subsequent popes, including Pope John Paul II and Pope Francis, have continued to
place this missionary impulse at the forefront of their initiatives. Yet, despite this emphasis, much remains
elusive. What exactly is the new evangelization? This thesis will trace the evolution of the new
evangelization from its conception to today, proposing how the English educator within the Catholic school
can specifically live out this call through a renewed emphasis on beauty within classroom instruction.
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Chapter 1
The New Evangelization
Introduction
Whether in the face of a breathtaking sunset or captivated by the raw vulnerability
of the words of a poet, the human person is deeply moved by that which is beautiful. The
beautiful evokes a sense of curiosity, an untempered wonder that transports one outside
of oneself to question the deeper meaning of human existence and the world in which one
lives. Considering the plethora of ambiguities that exist within the modern context, the
beautiful presents a unique opportunity for the formation of the human person, especially
in the context of faith-based education. The first chapter of this thesis, then, explores the
“new evangelization” as a theoretical framework for implementing the beautiful as a
pedagogical method within the English Language Arts classroom in a Catholic school.
By tracing the concept of the “new evangelization” from its origins through the three
major papal writings to address evangelization in the modern world: Pope Paul VI’s
Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii nuntiandi, Pope John Paul II’s Encyclical Redemptoris
missio, and Pope Francis’s Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii gaudium, the first chapter of
this thesis will attempt to define this term that often becomes lost in translation in the life
of the Church, proposing a framework towards understanding the vocation of an the
English educator within a Catholic school.
From Origin Through Vatican II
Before attempting to define the new evangelization demands an understanding of
the historical context which gave way to its conception. Although the Catholic Church has
engaged in missionary activity since its birth at Pentecost, the use of the word
‘evangelization’ as a noun has only emerged in Catholic vernacular in the last 50 years
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(Gorski, 2015, p. 31). With the unification of the church and state through confessional
states—what William Portier aptly states as the “union of throne and altar” (2019, p.
127)— evangelization was traditionally understood solely as a geographical concept.
Colonization imbued a sense of ‘duty’ on European countries to Christianize the new
nations they inhabited; Propaganda Fide, the papal Congregation responsible for assigning
missionary work to particular religious congregations, segregated mission to these
territories alone. Combined, this not only endowed mission with a geographical imperative,
but also identified those in Europe and North America, non-missionary lands, as only in
need of ordinary pastoral care. Conversion was a question of religious name-changing of
those in foreign lands with no concept of evangelization extended to those areas within the
jurisdiction of Christendom (Gorski, 2015, pp. 32-33; Portier, 2019, pp. 127-128).
However, in the aftermath of the French Revolution, the Church’s existence as a
confessional state came to a definitive end. Catholicism was no longer endowed with legal
status, and as a result, the question soon emerged: How was the Church to exist in the
context of this new political world? Utilizing Stephen Schloesser’s conceptualization of
‘historical rupture’ (2006), Kristin Colberg (2012) argues that although both the First and
Second Vatican Councils attempted to respond to this question, how these ecumenical
councils went about answering it was different. Vatican I, emerging in response to the loss
of ecclesial power to secular control in the aftermath of the French Revolution, sought to
reassert the Church’s authority in the face of this new vulnerability. Drawing upon Christ’s
presence within the Church, Vatican I affirmed both the authority of objective truth within
the Church and the power of papal infallibility as a means by which to enact this truth. The
result was a theological and dogmatic defense of the Church—a “fortress mentality” as
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Colberg describes (2012, p. 939)—which sought to distance and protect the Church from
the onslaught of modernity, rather than engage with it. As a result of this rigid defense,
existential questions remained in the hearts and minds of the faithful. And, with the
historical rupture of World War II and Holocaust in the second half of the 20th century,
these questions would only reemerge with newfound urgency (Colberg, 2012, pp. 931936).
Vatican II, then, sought to finish the work that Vatican I began, only this time by
engaging with the culture rather than retreating from it. Convened by Pope John XXIII in
1962, the goal of the Second Vatican Council was that which no other council had had as
its goal, let alone as its primary objective: evangelization. By engaging in dialogue about
how the mystery of Christ can be found within the world and not simply within the Church
herself, Vatican II reminded a questioning humanity that concrete answers could be found
within the Christian context. This approach was rooted not in fear or condemnation, but
rather in a humble return to the foundational questions of our human existence, meeting
the needs of a world desperate for answers to their most urgent questions (Colberg, 2012,
pp. 936-938).
At the center of this “return to the sources” impulse informing Vatican II, however,
was that of the Kerygmatic movement. With the divorce between the Church and the
political state in the late 1800s, theologians began returning to the early church for a model
for mission, as it, too, was not united with any sort of legal structure. Originating with Josef
Jungmann and Johannes Hofinger in the 1950s, the Kerygmatic movement did precisely
this, emphasizing a return to the kerygma, or the proclamation of the gospel, in the life of
the Church (Hahn, 2014, p. 18). The Second Vatican Council, greatly influenced by
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Kerygmatic theology, brought this renewed definition of evangelization to the forefront of
the Church’s initiatives, evident in the use of the word “gospel” 157 times in the conciliar
documents compared to the one time “gospel” was used in Vatican I, then simply referring
to one of the four Gospels (Dulles, 2008, p. 88; Hahn, 2014, p. 19). This shift in vocabulary
is evident in Ad gentes, the ‘Decree on Missionary Activity’ emerging from the Council,
too, which extended the missionary vocation beyond the previously held geographical
parameters to include that of the entire Church, broadening the definition of missionary
activity to consider the group being evangelized (Gorski, 2015, p. 34). Although only just
developing, mission was beginning to be understood as more than an activity reserved to
particular territories, extending more broadly to include “people or groups in which it has
not yet taken root” (Vatican Council II, 1965, Ad gentes, no. 6). This transition towards a
more diverse and complex understanding of evangelization placed at the center of the
identity of the Church in the modern world laid the foundations for what would later
become the “new evangelization.” However, much remained to be nuanced before this, a
task which the pope with a heart for missionary fervor would make a priority on his papal
agenda (Gorski, 2015, p. 34).
Paul VI and Evangelii nuntiandi: Holistic and Integral
Often referred to as the “the first modern Pope” (Hebblethwaite, 1993, p. 1) and the
“pilgrim pope,” Pope Paul VI was no stranger to the missionary spirit. In fact, the very
topic was at the heart of his pontificate, signified by his choice of the name Paul after the
great evangelist. As the first pope to travel to other continents (Dulles, 2008, p. 89) and a
man deeply rooted in discernment and dialogue (Hebblethwaite, 1993, p. 12), Paul VI
ignited a new approach to the papacy and to the Church in general, made manifest in the
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influence of his missionary agenda on the proceedings of the Second Vatican Council. So
much was Paul VI’s passion for evangelization, that he even chose to personally moderate
the discussion on missionary activity, interrupting the Council’s unfolding conversations
on the Church in the modern world. It was clear to the Council and to the world, that
mission was on its move to the center of the Church’s initiatives thanks to Paul VI’s
adamant emphasis on the issue (Kedjierski, 2019, p. 107; Kroeger, 2018, p. 96).
It was not until a decade after the Council’s close, however, that Paul VI’s full
missionary agenda came to fruition. Convening the 1974 International Synod of Bishops
on the theme of evangelization, Paul VI welcomed over 200 bishops, priests, religious, and
laity to discuss its methods, approaches, and experiences. Although discussion abounded,
the concluding text failed to adequately capture the Synod’s proceedings. As a result, Paul
VI spent the next year crafting a document that could communicate the Synod to the entire
Church; the result was the Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii nuntiandi (Kroeger, 2018, pp.
92-93). Evangelii nuntiandi is not so much a technical treatise as it is a “meditation on
evangelization” (Paul VI, 1975, no. 5; Kroeger, 2018, p. 94). Theologically grounded in
Scripture and the Council documents, Paul VI attends to the complexities involved in the
work of evangelization, expanding beyond that of the kerygmatic theologians that
influenced the Council (Dulles, 2008, p. 89). Paul VI states:
Any partial or fragmentary definition which attempts to render the reality of
evangelization in all its richness, complexity and dynamism does so only at the risk
of impoverishing it and even of distorting it. It is impossible to grasp the concept
of evangelization unless one tries to keep in view all its essential elements (1975,
no. 17).
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Paul VI goes on to identify these essential elements as “the renewal of humanity, witness,
explicit proclamation, inner adherence, entry into the community, acceptance of signs,
[and] apostolic initiative” (1975, no. 24). Additionally, Paul VI expands evangelization to
include consideration for “the whole man, in all his aspects” (1975, no. 33) acknowledging
liberation and human development as valid elements of evangelization, too. To Paul VI,
evangelization must not merely extend to all the nations, but into each facet of humanity
(Gorski, 2015, p. 35; Kroeger, 2018, p. 97). He also continually stresses that all are called
to participate in this missionary action (1975, no. 59) and that missionary activity is the
fundamental vocation of the Church (no. 14).
However, it is the fifth chapter on “The Beneficiaries of Evangelization” in which
Paul VI proposes that evangelization must also be provided to “the innumerable people
who have been baptized but who live quite outside Christian life” (1975, no. 52) that
especially planted the seeds for what would later become the “new evangelization.”
Although John F. Gorski (2015, p. 36) argues that Paul VI does not give a clear definition
of evangelization in Evangelii nuntiandi, this added nuance that extends evangelization’s
focus towards a dechristianized world rather than the traditional understanding of
evangelization to the “mission lands” or normal pastoral activity does define evangelization
much more holistically and integrally according to James H. Kroeger (2018, p. 96). It is
this holistic and integral evangelization that seeks a sort of evangelization of the Church
herself (Kedjierski, 2019, p. 120) that prepared the groundwork for Paul VI’s successor,
the man who would officially launch this “new period of evangelization” (1975, no. 2) into
the Third Millennium.
John Paul II and Redemptoris missio: An Emphasis on Culture
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At the assembly of Latin American Bishops on March 9, 1983, Pope John Paul II
proclaimed, “The commemoration of the half millennium of evangelization will gain its
full energy if it is a commitment, not to re-evangelize but to a New Evangelization, new in
its ardor, methods, and expression” (Opening Address of the Nineteenth General Assembly
of CELAM, 1983, as cited in Kedjierski, 2019, p.121). As a pope who met more people
than any other during his over 100 international apostolic journeys (The Holy See, 2014,
para. 12), John Paul II was surely exhibiting something “new” in terms of the missionary
responsibility of the papacy. Now, building upon the foundation established by Pope Paul
VI, Pope John Paul II made it clearer that with the anniversary of the evangelization of the
Americas approaching along with the onset of a new millennium (Gorski, 2015, p. 38), this
newness was also to be extended to the universal Church, too, under the title of the “New
Evangelization.” Only what exactly did he mean by this missionary mandate “new in its
ardor, methods, and expression”?
To begin to understand John Paul II’s proclamation for a “new evangelization”
demands a turn towards the Latin American roots of the term. As the first site of mission
in the new world, riddled both with its ugliness and hopefulness, it is no coincidence that
Latin America emerged as the birthplace of this missionary movement. At the onset of his
pontificate in 1979, John Paul II experienced this missionary impulse himself as he
attended the Latin American Bishop’s Conference in Puebla, Mexico. Although the term
“new evangelization” had found its way into Latin American documents since 1968, it was
the Puebla Document that charged the term with fervor, especially influential for John Paul
II. Of particular importance was the 366th article titled ‘new situations that require a New
Evangelization.’ This section, addressing those who have been deeply impacted by new
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waves of cultural change including secularization and urbanization, has its origins in the
thought of Bishop Roger Aubry CSsR, the president of the Mission Department of the Latin
American Episcopal Council (CELAM) from 1974 to 1979. Seeking to expand the
continent’s understanding of mission beyond mere geographical guidelines, Aubry drew
heavily upon the distinction between missionary activity and ordinary pastoral activity
made within the Second Vatican Council’s Ad gentes to introduce the concept of ‘new
missionary situations.’ It is the reality of these ‘new missionary situations’ that demands
the ‘new evangelization’ that John Paul II so readily calls for. In this way, it is the Latin
American Bishops, Aubry especially, who equip John Paul II with the language with which
to speak towards the Church’s missionary imperative amidst changing cultural conditions
(Gorski, 2015, pp. 38-40).
It was not until he published his papal encyclical Redemptoris missio a little over a
decade after Puebla and seven years after his initial proclamation, however, that this “new
evangelization” was explicitly defined (Kedjierski, 2019, p. 121; Ryanmarz, 2010, p. 14).
Within the papal encyclical, John Paul II goes on to describe three ‘missionary situations’
(1990, no. 33). The first he labels mission ad gentes, or the traditional understanding of
mission as the proclamation of the Gospel to those who do not know Christ. Second, is that
of ordinary pastoral care within communities already committed to the Gospel. However,
it is the third situation that, although continuing to address missionary activity in the
specific sense, provides yet a new distinction (Gorski, 2015, p. 37). John Paul II states:
Thirdly, there is an intermediate situation, particularly in countries with ancient
Christian roots, and occasionally in the younger Churches as well, where entire
groups of the baptized have lost a living sense of the faith, or even no longer
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consider themselves members of the Church, and live a life far removed from Christ
and his Gospel. In this case what is needed is a “new evangelization” or a “reevangelization” (1990, no. 33).
Here, John Paul II takes what was begun by Paul VI in Evangelii nuntiandi and further
formulated by the Latin American Bishops in the Puebla Document to officially inaugurate
the “new evangelization” into the life of the Church. With this definition, John Paul II
attends not only to the need for a “re-evangelization” of those who have been
dechristianized, but also an evangelization “new in its ardor, methods, and expression” as
he stated in his initial proclamation (Gorski, 2015, p. 38).
In the spirit of Aubry and the Puebla Document, John Paul then situates this “New
Evangelization” within the ‘new missionary situations’ of the modern world. In describing
the parameters of mission ad gentes, John Paul outlines three dimensions: territorial limits,
new worlds and new social phenomena, and cultural sectors (1990, no. 37). The mention
of territorial limits maintains the validity of mission based on geographical circumstances,
while the following two categories expand the emphasis to include evangelization
according to social phenomena such as urbanization, youth, migration, and poverty plus
cultural sectors such as social communication, human development, the liberation of
peoples, protecting the natural world, scientific research, international relations, and
secularized societies victim to consumerism and materialism (John Paul II, 1990, no. 3738; Gorski, 2015, pp. 41-42). Although Pope Paul VI noted “the split between the Gospel
and culture [to be] without a doubt the drama of our time” (1975, no. 20), with Redepmtoris
missio, John Paul II attempts to better remedy this separation by emphasizing a need not
only to bring the Gospel to those who have not heard it, but also to cultures that have
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rejected it. As Richard Rymarz (2010) states, “Indeed personal conversion and
evangelization of culture are inextricably linked” (p. 13). By placing newfound emphasis
on culture as a means of evangelization, John Paul II opens wide the door for Christ through
a universal vocation of mission, capable of being lived by anyone, anywhere, and at any
time (1990, no. 3; Kedjierski, 2019, pp. 122, 124). A personal relationship to Christ is
ultimately the goal of both Paul VI’s and John Paul II’s “new evangelization” (Dulles,
2008), a focus especially dear to their successor as well, who, rooted in the Latin American
missionary spirit, would inaugurate a new “missionary option” in the life of the Church
(Francis, 2013, no. 27).
Pope Francis and Evangelii gaudium: Close and Concrete
The plethora of social and cultural challenges that John Paul II began to address
with his emphasis on attending to these sectors amidst evangelization only continued to
increase with the onset of the 21st century. Against this backdrop, Pope Francis emerged to
many as an unexpected remedy. However, this former Archbishop of Buenos Aires and
member of the Society of Jesus, steeped in discernment and experienced in leadership, was
precisely equipped for guiding the Church in the complex reality of our modern world
(Ivereigh, 2019, p. 23-25). Considering the Latin American roots of the new
evangelization, again, it is no coincidence that the next Pope selected to lead the Church in
the modern age would be from Latin America himself. Francis’s very choice of the name
“Francis,” the first pope to ever do so, signified the sort of change that he was to introduce
to the papacy (Tran, 2018, p. 2). Adopting the name after St. Francis of Assisi, Pope Francis
would call for a “pastoral and missionary conversion” in the life of the church (2013, no.
25; Ivereigh, 2019, p. 26; Lecour, 2019, pp. 64-66), placing a new emphasis on the mercy,
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simplicity, and poverty that so defined St. Francis himself (Tran, 2018, p. 2). Francis
develops these points in the first major document of his pontificate: Evangelii gaudium.
However, understanding Pope Francis’s contribution to the missionary agenda of the
Church necessitates a return to his Latin American roots where much of his insight
originated (Ivereigh, 2019, p. 26).
The origins of Pope Francis’s missionary spirit can primarily be traced back to
three places: Colegio Máximo, Buenos Aires, and Aparecida. From his time as a student
up through his position as rector, Colegio Máximo was a place of familiarity, growth, and
preparation for Francis. It was here that he would establish Patriarca San José, a parish to
which he would send Jesuit students to serve and minister to the thousands of migrants
flooding the San Miguel region. It is not hard to see the foundation of Francis’s beloved
“culture of encounter” (2013, no. 220), what Guzmán Carriquiry Lecour describes as a
place “where we find solidarity, where we can speak even with those who do not think as
we do, and where we can ‘learn to receive from all, especially from the poorest and most
insignificant, and from those who for the world ‘do not count’ and are overlooked’”
(Fares, 2014, as cited in Lecour, 2019, p. 67) already at work in Patriarca San José as the
Jesuits immersed themselves directly in the day-to-day life of the people (Ivereigh, 2019,
pp. 26, 28). Francis would take this experience rooted in the fraternal nature of the people
with him as he became the auxiliary bishop and then archbishop of Buenos Aires (Tran,
2018, p.5), a region consisting of 13 million people with a need to work in conjunction
with 11 surrounding dioceses (Ivereigh, 2019, pp. 26-27). However, it was Francis’s
involvement with the Fifth General meeting of Latin American bishops at Aparecida,
Brazil in 2007 that proved particularly impactful on his approach to missionary activity.
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In fact, this meeting of the Latin American bishops was the same gathering in which Pope
John Paul II called for a “new evangelization” decades earlier (Kedjierski, 2019, p. 121).
As not only a participant, but as the one who drafted the final document, Francis
embodied the Aparecida Document’s central principles, namely, of a need to return to
conversion through a personal encounter with the merciful Christ, of a Church that is
transformed internally as it evangelizes externally, of adopting a humble, discerning heart
attentive to the Holy Spirit, and all while focusing on Christ and his people rather than
the Church as an institution (Ivereigh, 2019, pp. 29-31). Without this return towards the
Christocentric center of the Catholic faith, the Church becomes, according to Austen
Ivereigh (2019) “famous for the sins of its institution, rather than for the love and beauty
of Christ’s mercy” (p. 34). This desire to bring mercy to the forefront of the Church’s
initiatives would only continue to follow Francis as he transitioned to the role of pope,
especially evident the first major writing of his pontificate: Evangelii gaudium.
Evangelii gaudium, much like Evangelii nuntiandi, functions much less as an
exhaustive pastoral plan than as an invitation for discernment and dialogue (Kedjierski,
2020, p. 101). As the culmination of the Church’s missionary advancement up to our
modern moment, Evangelii gaudium does not exist in a vacuum, but rather builds and
expands upon the foundations set by Francis’s predecessors, especially that of Evangelii
nuntiandi and the Aparecida document (Kedjierski, 2020, p. 102; Tran, 2018, p. 5). The
document, as the very title of the Exhortation suggests, begins with a call for joy-filled
evangelizers, “who must never look like someone who has just come back from a
funeral!” (Francis, 2013, no. 10). Although acknowledging the principal settings in which
evangelization takes place as did Paul VI and John Paul II, namely ordinary pastoral
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ministry, those who do not know Christ, and those who though baptized have lost touch
with the Church (2013, no. 14), Francis’s addition to the new evangelization is not so
much about defining the term, but rather charging it with a new “enthusiasm and vitality”
(no. 17). He radically calls all Catholics to take up the demands of their baptismal call
with authenticity and zeal (Kedjierski, 2020, p. 106). This is what he refers to as “pastoral
and missionary conversion” (Francis, 2013, no. 25), a “missionary option” that consumes
not only some, but all aspects of the life of the Church. Francis states:
I dream of a “missionary option,” that is, a missionary impulse capable of
transforming everything, so that the Church’s customs, ways of doing things,
times and schedules, language and structures can be suitably channeled for the
evangelization of today’s world rather than for her self-preservation (2013, no.
27).
Besides the call for an all-consuming “missionary option” however, it is also important to
note Francis’s push against self-preservation in this section, a principal that he
continually affirms throughout the rest of the document with his emphasis on the
kerygma rather than doctrine and philosophy, which puts “the Church’s moral teaching
[at] risk[…] [of] becoming a house of cards” (2013, no. 39; Ivereigh, 2019, p. 34). In this
way, according to Melanie Susan Barrett (2018, pp. 115, 125), Francis utilizes doctrine in
a practical rather than conceptual manner, turning outwards to the world, towards its
needs and concrete realities, to animate the Church’s missionary directive rather than
maintaining an introspective focus.
Additionally, Francis continues the development of his missionary mandate by
stressing the notion that evangelization is the very vocation of the Church (2013, no.
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111), that the task of evangelization is extended to each of the faithful (no. 119), while
also acknowledging the value of inculturation and popular piety in missionary initiatives
(no. 68-69, 115-116, 122-126, 132-134). In line with his emphasis on inculturation and
popular piety is the chapter titled “The Social Dimension of Evangelization” in which the
pontiff applies the Latin American concept of the “theology of the people” to advocate
for a “preferential option for the poor and excluded,” the “common good,” and a sense of
belonging that transcends mere sociopolitical boundaries within the work of
evangelization (Lecour, 2019, pp. 46-48; Tran, 2018, p. 8). Ultimately, through Evangelii
gaudium, Francis finally accomplishes that which Vatican II set out to do: draw the
Church back to its foundation of mercy, towards an evangelization that Ivereigh (2019,
pp. 37-41) describes as close and concrete—rooted in a God, Jesus Christ, who draws
near amidst our trials and is not ashamed to meet us in the lived reality of our daily lives.
Through this unified paradigm of evangelization, (Kedjierski, 2020, p. 105), Francis
fulfills what was originally called for by the Paul VI in Evangelii nuntiandi: to “render
the reality of evangelization in all its richness, complexity and dynamism” (1975, no. 17).
Towards an Understanding of the New Evangelization
Although having traced the missionary spirit through the life of the Church from its
origins to today, the question remains: what exactly is the “new evangelization”? As
demonstrated in the writing of Paul VI, John Paul II, and Francis, it is not so much the
message that is new—Christ remains as the source and summit of evangelization and will
forever remain so. However, in the context of historical shifts of the last two centuries, the
Church cannot simply revert to the methods of the past to confront these changes. Rather,
the new evangelization demands that the Church respond in a new way, with new methods,
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attentive to the needs of our time (Wood, 2015, pp. 65-67). For Pope Paul VI, this newness
included an emphasis on the laity and the expansion of the missionary imperative to the
entire Church; for John Paul II it was utilizing the landscape of culture as a means of
restoring the human person. However, it is Francis that truly imbues the new evangelization
with full-blown ecclesial renewal in the proper sense, transitioning the Church from an
introverted institution towards a people manifesting the hands and feet of Christ as
originally called for in the Second Vatican Council. In describing this sense of interior
conversion Anh Q. Tran states:
[The New Evangelization] is not about missionary campaigns of proselytism, nor
is it about promoting church attendance, nor simply to fight secularism, relativism,
consumerism, fundamentalism, and other “-isms” that have plagued the Christian
West. Rather, the new evangelization is also a spiritual awakening and the
reanimation of an ecclesial conversion in which the Church asks of herself
individually, communally and institutionally how to respond fully to Christ’s
mandate (2018, p. 7, emphasis mine).
Although the new evangelization may certainly help to counter the tide of “-isms” that
have erupted in modern times, this dogmatic defense mechanism is certainly not its goal.
Rather, the new evangelization proclaims a return to the heart of the gospel—what Tran
describes as a “reanimation of ecclesial conversation”— in which all people, lay and
religious alike, share in a personal, intimate relationship with Christ and in turn share this
life with others. This is a lifestyle of dialogue and solidarity to which we are called. This
is a Church that seeks to satisfy the human hunger for answers by engaging in the world
rather than retreating from it. This is ultimately the new evangelization: “a call to every
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man, woman, and child to fall in love, grow in love, and walk in love with the God who
loves us” (Hahn, 2014, p. 14).
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Chapter 2
The Catholic School and the New Evangelization
Introduction
With each of the post-conciliar pontiffs placing the new evangelization at the
center of the Church’s identity in the modern world, it only makes sense, then, that this
concept would have a significant impact on the Church’s apostolates, namely the
Catholic school. Yet, as Cardinal Wuerl (2013, p. 129) reminds us, the new
evangelization is not merely a program that can be implemented at each educational
establishment, nor is it a methodology able to be grasped solely intellectually. Rather, the
new evangelization is a way of being, of re-proposing and inviting all to an encounter
with Christ amidst changing cultural contexts. In consideration of this complex reality,
this chapter will explore how the universal vocation of the new evangelization can be
lived out by the English educator within the context of the Catholic school in the United
States. Examining the Western cultural context, the relationship between faith and
culture, and Vatican documents will reveal that the Catholic school is not only a
privileged, but also a necessary place for the new evangelization to unfold. Beauty, the
entry point of the three transcendentals, will be proposed as a means by which to
accomplish this task.
The New Evangelization and Culture
The Western context: A new sort of cultural crisis?
Before proposing practical ways in which the new evangelization can be lived in
the Catholic school in the United States, however, it is necessary to consider the context
in which the new evangelization will unfold. In Westernized societies today, the thought
of a life without God has become an increasingly possible cultural reality (Sweeney,
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2013, p. 150). This is especially prevalent for young people as discussed by The
Congregation for Catholic Education in its description of young people in The Religious
Dimension of Education in a Catholic School. This document describes the common
characteristics of youth within Catholic schools including loneliness, depression,
uncertainty, and “radical instability” (1988, no. 10) in the face of ever-changing values
(no. 11-12). As a result, many young people are anxiety ridden (no. 12), join in what is
popular to fit in and gain a sense of belonging (no. 13-14), and turn to alcohol, drugs, sex,
or other means to “fill the religious void” (no. 16). This commentary on adolescence was
nothing new when this document was published in 1988 nor is it irrelevant today.
However, the text continues to explain how this “normal instability of youth is
accentuated by the times they are living in” (no. 14). In the slew of changes onset by the
last two centuries, and in particular the current context of Western culture where
urbanization, industrialization, individualism, and the media bombard young people with
information from all sides, it is not difficult to see how the normal instability of
adolescence has surely been heightened by this current age. And, with the onset of
relativism, “truth, beauty, and goodness have become so vague […] that young people do
not know where to turn to find help” (no. 9).
However, cultural crisis is not a new reality in the Catholic Church. Christian
communities have long withstood cultural and political oppression. Although religion and
faith, according to Rev. James Sweeney, CP, have come to “occup[y] a more awkward
place in the social frame and in the cultural consciousness” (2013, p. 150), a sense of
spirituality still plays a substantial role within the lives of many. Sweeney goes on to
describes this paradox as a sort of “cultural Janus face” (2013, p. 151); religion is
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simultaneously disappearing as it is long-lasting. It is within this cultural context that the
new evangelization must emerge not simply as a defense against culture, but rather as a
method of engaging with the culture as the Second Vatican Council and the post-conciliar
pontiffs emphasized. By instilling the faithful with more than mere doctrine and dogma
but with a way of life, this allows them to live this belief in the context of secular society
(Sweeney, 2013, p. 156).
This is not to say that the current cultural context of the West has not presented
unprecedented challenges the modern Church; it surely has. Just as the historical rupture
of the French Revolution and World War II left many feeling disoriented and in need of
meaningful answers to fundamental questions, so, too, are students entering the Catholic
school with more existential questions than they have before. However, the more
important question surrounds the ability of the Church to respond to these new challenges
as she has in centuries past. Gaudium et spes, the pastoral constitution on the Church in
the modern world emerging from Vatican II, was the first document to address culture
extensively in the life of the Church. As a result, just as evangelization was on the move
towards the front of the Church’s vocabulary, so, too, was culture (Staudt, 2018, pp. 243244). The two were inexplicably related, as Pope John Paul II, one who helped draft
Gaudium et spes, would go on to demonstrate.
John Paul II on the evangelization of culture
Stemming from his own experience of culture’s preservation of the human person
in the warn-torn and later communist Poland where he grew up, John Paul II understood
culture “as the specific way of human existence” and as that which “determin[es] the
inter-human and social character of human existence” (John Paul II, 1980, as cited in
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Staudt, 2014, p. 54). Although this culture is surely marked by human products such as
literature, food, and dress, it ultimately exists “of man, by man, and for man” (John Paul,
1992, as cited in Staudt, 2014, p. 57), ordered towards the flourishing of the human
person. Faith, which, too, can be thought of in terms of its tangible elements such as
sacred texts and doctrine, also demands a way of life to be fully actualized. This shared
element of human experience that unites both faith and culture places them in a sort of
reciprocal relationship, both depending upon one another to reach their fullest expression
(Staudt, 2014, pp. 54-55). Considering this relationship, it is no surprise, then, that John
Paul II would place an added emphasis upon culture’s role in fulfilling the new
evangelization. If the goal of the new evangelization is to bridge the gap between an
unchanging faith and a changing world, it must tap into this channel of lived experience
that unites them both. For if a culture fails to embody faith or faith fails to embody
culture, this only hinders the fullest expression of each, resulting in widespread
destruction to the human body and soul (Staudt, 2014, p. 56).
However, although John Paul II acknowledged the destructive potential of culture,
what he famously coined as the “culture of death” (Staudt, 2014, p. 56), he also refused to
resort to a sort of “culture blaming” or ascribing the crisis of faith in today’s world to a
series of “-isms” that have emerged in the last several decades. As aggiornamento, or the
updating that occurred in the proceedings of the Second Vatican Council, became
increasingly confused with secularist interpretations following its close, John Paul II
made it clearer that Catholicism was not to accommodate to changing cultural conditions,
but rather enter into conversation with them (Rowland, 2015, p. 47). As the pontiff stated,
“We don’t want to accommodate to anything, we want to re-center on Christ” (John Paul
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II, as cited by Rowland, 2015, p. 48). By grounding his understanding of the new
evangelization in a dialogue with culture rather than retreating from it, John Paul II
demonstrated a new approach “re-centered” on the dignity of the human person and in
turn, “re-centered” on Christ. This “civilization of love” does not accommodate to
cultural circumstances, nor impose upon them, but rather works in accordance with them
to understand the human person and best invite them into living the Gospel (Staudt, 2014,
pp. 57-58).
Francis on the evangelization of culture
Pope Francis, too, has continued this emphasis on culture’s role in the New
Evangelization, yet has added an even deeper personalization to the “re-centering” John
Paul II called for. Although not breaking in continuity with that of his predecessors,
Francis understands culture from a more relational perspective, informed by his
experiences serving the poor and marginalized first in his parish of Patriarca San José and
later as the Archbishop of Buenos Aires. He states, “[C]ulture is always born of
reciprocal encounter which seeks to stimulate the intellectual riches and creativity of
those who take part in it; this is not a good in and of itself, it is also something beautiful”
(Francis, 2014, as cited by Staudt, 2018, p. 246). This emphasis upon meeting the other—
this “something beautiful”—is what Francis describes as a “culture of encounter.” It calls
one to “the way of love,” asking disciples to allow their own encounter with the Lord to
overflow into their encounters with others (Staudt, 2018, pp. 251-253). In this way,
Francis’s approach to the new evangelization, although ultimately aimed at the renewal
of the wider culture, “a ‘culture of care’ which permeates all of society” (Francis, 2015,
as cited by Staudt, 2018, p. 253), makes this task more accessible to everyone, who are
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each able to manifest Christ in their daily interactions (Staudt, 2018, p. 259). Here, just as
John Paul also emphasized, evangelization seeks not so much to impose a truth, but to
reaffirm the dignity of the human person, especially those on the peripheries, through
individual acts of witness and compassion (Staudt, 2018, p. 256).
Towards an understanding of the evangelization of culture
The cultural context surrounding young people entering Catholic schools in the
Third Millennium surely presents challenges to living out the Catholic faith.
Individualism, urbanization, industrialization, and the media bombard youth growing up
in Western society, pulling many away from God and towards other secular alternatives.
However, as the Second Vatican Council, John Paul II, and Francis confirm, the answer
to this cultural crisis is not to fight against this culture nor to accommodate to it, but
rather to enter into dialogue with it so as to evangelize the human person in a holistic
way. To John Paul II, this meant meeting the ‘culture of death’ with a ‘civilization of
love,’ re-centering on Christ and the proper dignity of the human person. To Francis, this
manifests as a ‘culture of encounter,’ grounded in individual, interpersonal relationships
that ripple to heal broken relationships within wider society. The method of simply
passing down values, tradition, and belief from a magisterium in cultural isolation simply
will not do anymore (Sweeney, 2013, p. 155). It is time that the Church truly accepted the
call to evangelize culture, an essential element of the new evangelization, as the Second
Vatican Council first called for.
In consideration of this relationship between evangelization and culture, the next
section will demonstrate how the Catholic school, which stands at the nexus of these two
realities, acts as a privileged place for this vision of the new evangelization to unfold.
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Continuing with the focus on the new evangelization in Western culture, this section will
examine how schools in the United States can specifically live out this calling.
The Catholic School: A Privileged Place for the New Evangelization
The Catholic school in the United States post-Vatican II
Before unpacking the impacts that Vatican II had upon the Catholic school, it
helps to return to the origin of the Catholic school in the United States. The birth of the
Catholic school in the United States is often attributed to the opening of a school by
Elizabeth Ann Seton in 1810. Although Catholic schools had existed in the United States
since the 1600s as a part of missionary efforts to catechize the indigenous, these efforts
were not always welcome and voluntary, a stark contrast to the mission and function of
the Catholic school opened by Seton and as understood today. Seton opened her school
upon the request of Bishop John Carroll of Baltimore, who desired to better unite the
Catholic faith with academic rigor. In the wave of anti-Catholic sentiment that defined
post-colonial America, however, this mission soon changed. So strong was the link
between Protestantism and American identity, that public schools formed and instructed
students with a Protestant sensibility. Students were required to read the Protestant King
James Version of the bible, which not only lacked deuterocanonical books, but was also
unfamiliar to Catholics. Although some schools eventually allowed for students to read
other versions of the bible, it was not to have any commentary, posing a difficulty for
Catholic students. Students were also allowed to be excused from bible reading; however,
because Protestants saw this religious component as a central part of school curriculum,
anti-Catholic rioting broke out, resulting in the burning of two Catholic schools (Denig
and Dosen, 2009, pp. 136-138).
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As Catholic immigrants continued to flood into the country, these anti-Catholic
sentiments only continued to increase. The Pope was seen as the antithesis to America’s
newly found independence from monarchy and religious establishment; loyalty to the
Pope was incompatible with loyalty to the democratic ideals of the new country.
Additionally, Catholicism was openly opposed to religious freedom, another blow
towards one of America’s founding principles. Combined with the historical rivalry that
existed between Protestant England and Catholic Spain and France, Catholic immigrants
were seen as a threat to Protestant power structures. So much was this hostility, that a
whole political party emerged, the Know-Nothings, with a goal of preventing public
funding from ever reaching Catholic schools. It was from this place of hostility and
suppression that the United States Bishops convened the Third Plenary Council, resulting
in the widespread genesis of the Catholic school. Now, instead of merely providing
Catholic students with catechetical instruction, Catholic schools were also a place of
protection from Protestant proselytizing (Denig and Dosen, 2009, pp. 138-140).
Yet, this reality is no longer the case today. Protestant ideals no longer define
public education, meaning that the sense of protection that was once the catalyst for the
creation of the Catholic school no longer stands. Additionally, the population of the
Catholic school has drastically changed from serving mostly European immigrants, to
welcoming in all students: Catholics and non-Catholics alike. The shared identity of faith
that once defined the students in a Catholic school can no longer be an assumed reality
today. Considering these changes to the Catholic school population and of the lost need
for protection from Protestant proselytizing, what is the purpose of Catholic education
today? Has it lost its primary evangelical identity?
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Stephen J. Denig and Anthony J. Dosen (2009) argue not so much that the
Catholic school lost its evangelical identity in the face of these cultural changes, but
rather that it shared in the larger ecclesial changes that accompanied Vatican II. Just as
the Church began to turn outward following the Council, so, too, did the Catholic school,
re-focusing its mission on the integral formation of the human person through a
commitment to social justice and service. This was not to mean that catechesis, found at
the heart of the Catholic school’s identity, was to be completely abandoned, but rather
that it take on a new form of instruction in faith and morals, rooted in evangelization,
community, holistic education, and worship.
Mario O. D’Souza (2015) provides greater nuance to Denig and Dosen’s
emphasis on this new approach towards catechesis by mentioning the distinction between
catechesis and religious instruction that emerged following the Council (p. 10). In The
Religious Dimension of Education in a Catholic School, the Congregation for Catholic
Education describes this differentiation as “at the same time distinct and complementary”
(John Paul, 1981, as cited by the Congregation for Catholic Education, 1988, no. 70).
Catechesis, “or handing on the Gospel message” (1988, no. 10) is centered in “maturity:
spiritual, liturgical, sacramental and apostolic” (no. 69), which must take place over a
lifetime in the context of Christian community (no. 68). Religious instruction, on the
other hand, is rooted in knowledge. As the Congregation states, “While it uses the same
elements of the Gospel message, it tries to convey a sense of the nature of Christianity,
and of how Christians are trying the live their lives” (1988, no. 69). Because the goal of a
school is to impart knowledge, the Catholic school adopts more of the approach of
religious instruction.
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However, this is not to say that the Catholic school does not play a role in
catechesis, but rather, affirming Denig and Dosen (2009), that this catechesis extends to
the function of the school as a whole, adopting a new character rooted in the integral
formation of the human person. This holistic approach is not an effort to promote
religious indifference or relativism, nor is it a form of Catholic proselytism. Instead, in
the face of secularization, the Catholic school must work to evangelize through culture:
centering on the human person through the lens of Christian anthropology, placing
Catholic worldview in dialogue with culture, and working towards a just society and the
common good all while respecting individual choice and freedom (D’Souza, 2015, pp.
13-16). This is the Catholic school post-Vatican II, a school that by its very nature
participates in the new evangelization—the evangelization of culture—as called for by
both John Paul II and Francis. The next sections will expand upon this overarching
change in nature in the Catholic school through two Holy See Documents: The Catholic
School (1977) and The Religious Dimension of Education in a Catholic School (1988),
suggesting how this positions the Catholic school as a privileged place for evangelization
in general and evangelization through culture, while also examining the role that freedom
plays in fulfilling these two calls.
A privileged place of evangelization
Evangelization is the mission of the Church, instituted by Christ for the salvation
of all humankind (Congregation, 1977, no. 5-6). It has been the heart of the Church since
her founding. And, even in the face of pluralism—the multitude of ethnic, racial,
religious, and social groups that exist together in common society despite their
differences—this mission remains at the forefront. Cultural pluralism, rather than a death
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sentence to Christianity, has only increased evangelical fervor, emphasizing the “pressing
need to ensure the presence of a Christian mentality” (Congregation, 1977, no. 11) by
“mobili[zing] her [the Church’s] educational resources in the face of the materialism,
pragmatism, and technocracy of contemporary society” (Congregation, 1977, no. 12).
The Catholic school is one of these “educational resources,” acting as crucial instrument
of evangelization. This role of evangelization, however, cannot be confused with
proselytizing, especially with the growing number of non-Catholic students that compose
the Catholic school population today. Freedom of religion and conscience must be
fiercely defended. As outlined within Dignitatis humanae, the Second Vatican Council’s
Declaration on Religious Freedom, each person must be granted freedom from coercion
and freedom for the pursuit of truth (United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2015,
p.1). Nevertheless, because the Catholic school is a religious institution, the freedom of
the Church to fulfill its mission to evangelize must also be protected. For “[t]o proclaim
or to offer is not to impose” (Congregation 1988, no. 6); it is the Church’s “right and its
duty” (1988, no. 6). Therefore, the Catholic school must not view its identity as needing
to compromise in the face of cultural pluralism, but rather it must become more deeply
convicted of its role in the wider evangelical mission of the Church in the face of these
cultural realities.
A privileged place for the evangelization of culture
The general purpose of any school is “integral formation by means of a systematic
and crucial assimilation of culture” (Congregation, 1977, no. 26); in short, to teach
“young people […] to open themselves up to life as it is, and to create in themselves a
definite attitude to life as it should be” (1977, no. 31). In consideration of these goals,
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each school, whether they acknowledge it explicitly or not, is united by a common vision
towards life in which it is always guiding its students (Congregation, 1977, no. 29). This
positions any school as a privileged place for an encounter with culture and a vision of
life. The Catholic school, too, shares in this general mission of each school. Yet, its
common vision is rooted in the person of Christ, “the Perfect Man [in which] all human
values find their fulfilment and unite” (Congregation, 1977, no. 35). As previously
established, faith and culture exist in reciprocal relationship with one another, each
needing the other to reach their fullest expression. The Catholic school, with its goal “not
merely the attainment of knowledge but the acquisition of values and the discovery of
truth” (Congregation, 1977, no. 39), naturally acts as the bridge in actualizing this
relationship, bringing faith and culture together so that students will be led towards the
common vision: a life with Jesus Christ.
This sets the Catholic school significantly apart from the public school. Instead of
merely preparing students for college or a career, equipping them with knowledge to
succeed in this earthly life, the Catholic school is also set on forming students as whole
people, allowing Christian truth to open the way towards eternal life. The Catholic school
is also distinguished from other places of instruction in the Church, as well, including the
parish environment, liturgy, and retreat experiences. These settings, although important,
have a primary goal of spiritual growth, unlike the Catholic school which seeks to grow
students both spiritually and intellectually. As The Religious Dimension of Education in a
Catholic School states, “No one should think that all of the problems of religion and of
faith will be completely solved by academic studies; nevertheless, we are convinced that
a school is a privileged place for finding adequate ways to deal with these problems”
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(Congregation, 1988, no. 52, emphasis mine). With its position at the intersection of the
secular and the sacred, culture and faith, the Catholic school, then, is positioned as a
privileged place for living this cultural method of the new evangelization, “giving order
to human culture in the light of faith” (Congregation, 1988, no. 52).
The role of freedom
Despite the Catholic school’s responsibility to evangelize and to evangelize
through the integration of faith and culture, the reality of an increasingly diverse student
body within many schools today leads for the need to “clarify the relationship between
religious development and cultural growth” (Congregation, 1988, no. 108). This is not to
suggest a foundational change in the evangelical identity of the Catholic school, but
rather recognize that there are certain situations where evangelization in the traditional
sense may not be possible. As a result, a new approach must be practiced. Although titled
“preevangelization” by the Congregation for Catholic Education, this “rais[ing] [of]
questions about the “how and the “why” and the “what” and then point[ing] out and
deepen[ing] the positive results of this investigation” (Congregation, 1988, no. 108)
resembles much of what John Paul II and Francis outlined on culture’s role in the new
evangelization. It is an invitation to cultural dialogue, not condemnation; it is form of
questioning that puts the idea of evangelization as a proposal and not an imposition into
practice, directing students to larger religious and ethical questions, without making nontheology subjects “mere adjuncts to faith or as a useful means of teaching apologetics”
(Congregation, 1977, no. 39).
Ultimately, if the Catholic school is to be a privileged place for the new
evangelization to unfold, it must allow its students the freedom to question the “how,”
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“why,” and “what” of being human. For if our culture today champions personal
freedom, which is a natural and good desire of humanity, then the Catholic school, which
is in conversation with the culture and attentive to human desire, must open the door of
freedom to its students as well. The difference, however, is that the freedom offered by
the Church extends beyond that of the personal moral freedom that culture has to offer.
Rather, “behind this moral freedom […] stand[s] those absolute values which alone give
meaning and value to human life” (Congregation, 1977, no. 30), values only fulfilled
through the religious dimension. In this way, by granting students the freedom to choose
what they believe, the Catholic school is not succumbing to relativistic ideals, but rather
is opening the door to a greater freedom found in Christ. As R. Jared Staudt so perfectly
says, “The work of evangelization, rather than superseding genuine human desires,
enlivens then and helps them come to fruition” (2014, p. 60). This, too, is the mission of
the Catholic school as it strives to live out the new evangelization in its formation of the
human person.
A note on the role of the Catholic school teacher
Although the Catholic school is expected to play an active role in evangelization
as discussed above, we must return to Cardinal Wuerl’s comment (2013, p. 129) about
the new evangelization being more than another program to be implemented by
administrators. If this evangelical mission of the Catholic school is to be sustained, it
relies more importantly upon the lived witness of the teachers, who encounter students
daily within their classroom. No matter what subject a teacher teaches, as Parker Palmer
affirms, a teacher teaches who they are (2017, p. 1-3). Paul VI echoes this sentiment in
Evangelii nuntiandi when he states, “Modern man listens more willingly to witnesses
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than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, it is because they are witnesses” (1975,
no. 41). It is an inescapable reality that students take in more than the content a teacher
relays; they also experience a whole person with beliefs, values, and faith. Underlining
this reality, The Catholic School (1977) goes so far as to state that “[t]he integration of
culture and faith is mediated by the other integration of faith and life in the person of the
teacher” (Congregation, no. 43). Therefore, for the evangelical mission of the Catholic
school to be sustained, all teachers, even those who do not teach religion, must be men
and women who lead lives in conjunction with the Catholic faith. As Cardinal Wuerl
states, “The New Evangelization begins with our own conversion” (2013, p. 136).
Although the examination of these teacher-specific concerns falls outside of the scope of
this thesis, consideration for hiring practices, teacher formation programs, and individual
faith practices are certainly part of the equation for maintaining the Catholic school’s
evangelical mission. Further research in these areas is encouraged to gain a fuller
understanding of the new evangelization in the Catholic school today.
Beauty as a Means of the Evangelizing Culture in the Catholic School
Via pulchritudinis, the ‘way of beauty’
The Catholic school clearly plays an integral role in fulfilling the new
evangelization through the integration of faith and culture. However, although this
mission has been clearly established, the question remains on what this looks like in
practice. How is the new evangelization to be lived in the context of the Catholic school?
Returning to one of the quotes from Pope Francis included earlier in this chapter begins
to answer this question. In his discussion of his “culture of encounter,” Pope Francis
identified it as “not a good in and of itself, [but that] it is also something beautiful”
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(Francis, 2014, as cited by Staudt, 2018, p. 246). Beauty is not an unfamiliar term with
Francis. In fact, it emerges as a particular emphasis within Evangelii gaudium, too. In this
foundational apostolic exhortation on evangelization, Francis states:
“Every from of catechesis would do well to attend to the “way of beauty” (via
pulchritudinis). Proclaiming Christ means showing that to believe in and to follow
him is not only something right and true, but also something beautiful, capable of
filling life with new splendor and profound joy, even in the midst of difficulties.
Every expression of true beauty can thus be acknowledged as a path leading to an
encounter with the Lord Jesus” (2013, no. 167).
This relationship between beauty and an encounter with Christ is also a theme woven
heavily into the New Directory for Catechesis (NDC) published in July 2020. It endows
beauty with its own section under the subtitle “Sources of Catechesis,” affirming that
beauty is more than mere aesthetics, but rather is rooted in God, “the source of all
splendor and beauty” (Pontifical Council for the Promotion of the New Evangelization,
2020, no. 106). The NDC even goes so far as to say that “the way of evangelization is the
way of beauty” (Pontifical Council, 2020, no. 109, emphasis mine). Combined, both
Evangelii gaudium and the NDC emphasize that beauty is not merely an option for
evangelization, it is the option for evangelization, the two existing in a mutual, reciprocal
relationship with one another. As an expert on the practice of the beautiful gesture
himself (Barron, 2018, 15:42), Francis knows that the culture of encounter and the new
evangelization are inexplicably tied up with the way of beauty, via pulchritudinis. It is
imperative, then, that the beautiful take an active role in the formation of the human
person within a Catholic school, too.
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Why beauty?
Yet, what is it about beauty that causes Pope Francis to place such an emphasis
upon it, especially in context of the evangelization of culture and fulfilling the call for a
new evangelization? Bishop James D. Conley argues that in our growing technocratic
society, beauty has gained a particular attraction. In the face of what he refers to as
“grand reductionism,” or simplifying the human person to a machine capable of
producing and processing, a sense of beauty and wonder has been lost. Conley continues
by describing how this “grand reductionism” often creeps into religious belief, too,
causing evangelization to become a rote passing on of information rather the fostering of
a relationship with the living Christ (2015, para. 14-16).
Jem Sullivan provides added nuance to Conley’s perspective, mentioning how the
Church has lost sight of its artistic heritage within the common religious imagination.
Sullivan labels this “grand reductionism” as a “culture of images” which bombards the
average person, especially young people, with a “daily offering of fragmented images
[that] subtly, and not so subtly, estrang[e] one from spiritual realities by creating
superficial, consumerist needs” (2020, p. 164). Yet, as Sullivan so pointedly remarks,
although the culture has appealed to the sensory experience, evangelization and
catechesis have not. In response, she proposes that rekindling an appreciation for the
beautiful in catechetical formation could serve as an appropriate method to close the gap
of “sensory dissonance” that has emerged between faith and society (Sullivan, 2020, p.
165).
Yet, this “grand reductionism” is not only impacting the wider culture and the
Church. Its effects can also be seen unfolding in the sphere of public education as well
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which has simplified the educational process to college and career preparation rather than
forming the whole person. In the Introduction to the Ohio Learning Standards for English
Language Arts and Literacy, adapted from the Common Core State Standards, it states
the goal of the learning standards as, “to help ensure that all students are college and
career ready in literacy no later than the end of high school” (Ohio Department of
Education, 2017, p. 2). Although any school must prepare its students to succeed in the
society in which they live, when the sole focus of education becomes forming students to
be producers and processors in this society, a central tenant of the human person is lost.
Take for example that according to the National Assessment Governing Board cited
within the Ohio Learning Standards, only 30% of the texts students read by the time they
reach the 12th grade should be literary texts (Ohio Department of Education, 2017, p. 4).
How is one to learn about the complexities of the human person—to encounter the
wonder and beauty of creation—if three-fourths of the time in the classroom, not just in
English Language Arts, but across the curriculum, is dedicated to reading informational
texts or other nonfiction? This reality emphasizes even more clearly not only the special
opportunity that Catholic education has to counter this narrative, but moreover the
pressing need for the Catholic school to restore beauty to its proper place in the
educational process.
In the face of such cultural challenges, Bishop Robert Barron elaborates on the
power of beauty in the act of evangelization. In an address at the 2018 Los Angeles
Religious Education Conference, he states, “The beautiful is less threatening […] I’m not
telling you what to think or how to act, I’m just saying look, look […] look at it, just look
at it, and its beauty will work some kind of alchemy in you” (Barron, 2018, 21:03-21:40).
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This act of opening the door to the beautiful is not telling someone what they should
believe, truth, nor is it demanding a change in how someone lives their life, the good;
rather, it is an invitation to encounter something that transcends both realities, something
that is ultimately beautiful. As Barron continues, he likens the path of starting with the
beautiful rather than the good or the true as helping one to understand the beauty of the
game of baseball before trying to help them wrap their head around the infield fly rule
(2018, 26:48). Before one can understand the particulars, they must fall in love with the
whole; before one can understand all the intricacies of theology, they must fall in love
with Christ. This is the new evangelization—“a call to every man, woman, and child to
fall in love, grow in love, and walk in love with the God who loves us” (Hahn, 2014, p.
14). And this falling in love begins as Conley states, “with seeing glimmers of divinity in
the beautiful things of this world” (2015, para. 30).
As both Conley and Sullivan demonstrate, in the face of superficiality and
uncertainty made manifest in the “grand reductionism” and “culture of images” of
Westernized society, the beautiful has gained a newfound attraction. Nowhere is utilizing
this power more important than in the field of education, which has increasingly traded
the reading of literature and engagement with the arts for career and college preparation.
In fact, beauty has become a new door for the Divine to break through in Western culture
today precisely because there has been a lost regard for this wonder. And, as Barron
reminds us, because the beautiful is less threatening, it appeals more to the freedom so
championed in Western society than the other transcendentals: the true and the good. For
as Francis states, “Proclaiming Christ means showing that to believe in and to follow him
is not only something right and true, but also something beautiful” (2013, no. 167). It is
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the mission of the Catholic school to unite the incarnation of Christ with the incarnational
nature of the beautiful, both of which are inexplicably connected to one another as
Francis states.
Beauty in Catholic school curriculum
Beauty can manifest in many ways within the Catholic school including
community-building, liturgy, and teacher witness. But how exactly does the Catholic
school integrate the incarnational language of beauty into its curriculum? R. Jared Staudt
begins to answer this question by outlining what he calls a “a sacramental vision of the
human person” (2020, p. 43). By this, Staudt aims to defeat the “dualism that separates
the flourishing of the body and emotions with that of the mind and spirit” (2020, p. 45).
The sacramental vision, he counters, attends to what the Greeks referred to as the
gymnasium and music, forming not only the intellect of the human person, but also the
will so that all students may learn how to exercise their freedom in a way that brings
them true happiness. This includes not only increased attention to the physical body
through hands-on learning, but also the emotions and imagination through engagement
with art and literature. Drawing on Aquinas’s scientia poetica, or poetic knowledge,
Staudt argues that, “An incarnational vision, rooted in the senses and ordered towards the
heights, guides students not only to know, but to makes choices and apply what is learned
into a complete way of life at the service of God and others” (2020, p. 51).
Jem Sullivan adds to Staudt’s commentary on a sacramental vision of education
by drawing on the “way of beauty.” Here, she describes how beauty “engage[s] the whole
person—the senses, intellect, imagination, emotions, and will” (2020, p. 156). This
beauty is not to be confused with mere aestheticism. Rather, it is a way of forming the
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human person in a more holistic way, drawing upon the experiential rather than the mere
formational. Citing American poet Dana Gioia, Sullivan echoes Staudt’s call for a return
to “poetic knowledge,” which she sees as central to an education that not only prepares
one for the workplace, but more importantly transforms one to live in the mission and
vision of Christ (2020, pp. 157-158). Through this sacramental vision, both Staudt and
Sullivan propose a more holistic approach to education that synthesizes the need for the
formation of the human person in body, mind, and spirit, attending to the spiritual
alongside the material, the emotional alongside the intellect.
Beauty in English language arts curriculum
Although this sacramental vision can be implemented in many ways across
content areas, this thesis will focus on how the arts, literature specifically, can facilitate
an encounter with beauty, freedom, and ultimately the Divine within a Catholic school.
R. Jared Staudt explains how the arts act a privileged avenue for fulfilling the call of the
new evangelization. Just as the Catholic school exists at the nexus of faith and culture, so,
too, does art. By capturing the deepest longings, sufferings, and mysteries of the human
soul, art calls its viewer into a conversation, a dialogue, with that of the transcendent. In
fact, the very nature of art lifts the soul upwards. As Staudt states, “The nature of art itself
is a kind of dialogue between the craftsperson and the Creator that goes to the heart of
culture; it is a creative expression of the soul, which takes up and cultivates the original
goods of the earth established by the Creator” (2014, p. 58). As the bridge between the
work of humanity’s hands and that of the Divine, art connects its viewer to something
beyond the created world, forcing the viewer to contemplate that which lies beyond the
piece itself.
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Literature, however, is not a visual art form in the traditional understanding of the
term. Yet, the words that fill pages of books are no less a method of the new
evangelization. Instead, literature relies less upon the visual and engages the moral
imagination (Staudt, 2020, p. 49), raising questions in the mind of the reader about the
“how,” “why,” and “what” of being human as discussed in The Religious Dimension of
Education in a Catholic School (Congregation, 1988, no. 108). In its section on the
religious dimension of literature and the humanities, this Vatican text also demonstrates
on how English Language Arts teachers within a Catholic school can directly open their
students up to that which lies beyond the human, engaging “the mysteries of the human
spirit” (Congregation, 1988, no. 61). This does not mean that texts read in a Catholic
school must be devoid of difficult moral issues, but rather that these issues be engaged
through the lens of Christian anthropology which “help[s] us to conceive of a noble,
worthy, and holy life” (Staudt, 2020, p. 49).
This sacramental approach provides something distinctive to Catholic education
that, through the medium of beauty, simultaneously respects students’ moral freedom,
while also inviting them into dialogue with the Divine. By placing students in
conversation with the beautiful, one is not telling them what to believe, but rather, is
allowing each student to experience freely the reality of Beauty itself—God—who is
reflected in all created things. By selecting and engaging literature that does not simply
capture the heights and depths of the human experience, but also acknowledges the
something beautiful that encapsulates all of it, the Catholic English educator can allow
his or her students to ponder the reality of mystery with newfound wonder and curiosity.
For if the mission of the Catholic school is to evangelize and beauty is evangelization as
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the New Directory for Catechesis states (Pontifical Council for the Promotion of the New
Evangelization, 2020, no. 109), then this beauty must be way of the new evangelization in
the Catholic school today, especially in the English Language Arts classroom.
Conclusion
In line with the evangelical imperative that emerged with the Second Vatican
Council, the new evangelization is not an option for the Catholic school today. Young
people are entering Catholic schools with questions about who they are, their place in this
world, and the presence of God amidst all of this in a way they never have before, and
with its location at the intersection of faith and culture, the Catholic school stands in a
privileged place to respond to these questions. Yet, with the influx of non-Catholic
students in Catholic schools today, this response must exercise a new approach, a new
evangelization, appealing to human freedom through via pulchritudinis, the ‘way of
beauty.’ The following chapter will explore in more depth how this sacramental vision of
education can be concretely applied through instruction in the English language arts
classroom. By exploring the mysteries of humanity through the lens of Christian
anthropology, film, social justice, and student-lead discussion, this pedagogy of beauty
will again lift students’ gaze upward, towards Christ, the source and summit of beauty
itself.
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Chapter 3
Towards a “Pedagogy of Beauty”
Introduction
With Pope Francis’s emphasis on beauty in Evangelii gaudium and the New
Directory for Catechesis’s emphasis on the same, there is no doubt that beauty is the way
of the new evangelization in this cultural moment. In the face of existential questions
around identity, liberty, and the common good, beauty has the unique ability to transcend
all these anxieties, lifting the eyes of its onlooker upwards in a way that a textbook never
could. Yet, despite beauty’s move towards the forefront of evangelization, methods for
how to realistically engage beauty in fulfilling this mission have remained elusive across
both parish ministry and Catholic education alike. The purpose of the following chapter,
then, is to provide one framework for how beauty can be practically applied as a method
of the new evangelization within the Catholic school. By examining a combination of
theoretical and anecdotal evidence from my implementation of a “pedagogy of beauty”
within a secondary English language arts classroom, this chapter will suggest practical
applications for the Catholic educator, who strives to live out the new evangelization in a
Catholic school.
Educational and Pedagogical Context
The following case study occurred in a mid-sized co-educational Catholic high
school with 754 students. Of this population, 72% identify as White, 11% as Asian or
Asian/Pacific Islander, 7% as Black or African American, 5% Latinx, and 5% as two or
more races. 90% of students receive some sort of merit or need based financial assistance
with 30% of these students coming from low-income families where at least one or both
parents earn minimum wage. 99% of students graduate high school, with 95% of these
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students enrolling in college after graduation. There are 20 different AP courses offered
in addition to College Credit Plus offerings.
There are three different academic tracks at this school: College Preparatory,
which is the remedial level, Scholarship, which is the standard course of study, and
Honors, which includes increased academic rigor along with the opportunity for AP and
College Credit Plus courses. This case study took place in a ninth-grade scholarship class.
These students are on-target for their grade level and work collaboratively and
individually to meet the learning standards.
The religious composition of the student population is quite diverse. The school is
not attached to a particular parish or religious order and therefore draws students from
nine local parishes. Additionally, the Ed Choice Scholarship program, which provides
state-funded scholarships to students who are in low-performing public schools so that
they may attend private schools, adds to this diversity. Because of this, in combination
with the fact that only 45% of the school’s student population identifies as Catholic, the
administration has made a more intentional effort in the past year to foster the school’s
Catholic identity. Each teacher within the school, not just those teaching religion or
theology, is required to teach at least one lesson a semester that includes Catholic Social
Teaching in addition to attending monthly professional development sessions. However,
these monthly sessions only occasionally cover topics of Catholic identity such as
Catholic Social Teaching and pastoral care. Outside of these opportunities, there is little
support for teachers of non-theology disciplines in incorporating the Catholic intellectual
tradition within their curriculum or in pursuing further faith formation.
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In response to the lack of resources to support non-theology educators within the
Catholic school, the lessons created as a part of the Pedagogy of Beauty proposed in this
thesis were situated within what I named the “Transcendental Taxonomy” and the
Catholic Curriculum Standards produced by The Cardinal Newman Society (Donohue &
Guernsey, 2016). The Transcendental Taxonomy (Figure 3.1) is an adaptation on
Bloom’s Taxonomy (Anderson, Krathwohl, and Bloom, 2001, Figure 3.2), which
scaffolds learning based upon the three transcendentals: truth, beauty, and goodness,
rather than learning complexity as in the original model. Because Bloom’s Taxonomy is
the standard for sound curriculum design within the classroom, creating a similar
taxonomy based on the three transcendentals creates an additional model by which
educators can approach their lesson planning. However, this additional support is not
simply about increasing pedagogical soundness, but more importantly about providing
teachers with a framework with which to implement the new evangelization in the
classroom in a way they may not otherwise readily see.

Figure 3.1

Figure 3.2
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Additionally, as mentioned in the previous chapter, state mandated standards that
are derived from the Common Core State Standards, such as the Ohio Learning
Standards, focus on preparing students to successfully enter a career or college upon high
school graduation (Ohio Department of Education, 2017, p. 2). Although this goal is
worthy in and of itself and is shared by Catholic and public schools alike, the problem
emerges when the central focus of education becomes preparing students to be producers
and processors within society, sacrificing meaningful learning experiences that form the
whole person in the process. Additionally, although mandated state testing does not
completely take away teachers’ freedom in curriculum design, it does greatly influence
their pedagogical choices. Therefore, to assist non-theology teachers in incorporating the
Catholic tradition within their discipline, it is recommended that each diocese produce a
set of subject-specific standards that their teachers must meet each year. Although other
factors such as personal faith practices, professional development opportunities, and
hiring policies also play an important role in maintaining Catholic identity in nontheology classrooms, producing a set of academic standards, especially at the secondary
level, could be an important step towards accountability and guidance for Catholic school
educators.
Due to absence of curriculum standards for secondary English Language Arts in
the diocese where this case study was conducted, I selected The Cardinal Newman
Society’s Catholic Curriculum Standards (Donohue & Guernsey, 2016) to implement
within the Pedagogy of Beauty lesson plans. Although not the only in existence, nor
exhaustive in their scope, the Catholic Curriculum Standards provide a comprehensive
approach towards the integration of faith and content across a variety of academic
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disciplines. As this thesis is focused on the impact of pedagogy specifically, additional
research in the realm of curriculum standards for non-theology subjects at the secondary
level is recommended to better understand standards’ role in maintaining Catholic
identity and fulfilling the role of the new evangelization within the Catholic school.
Finally, before examining the lesson plans utilized in this case study, it is helpful
to return to Pope Francis’s culture of encounter as a general framework towards
approaching the implementation of a Pedagogy of Beauty. Francis’s “culture of
encounter” (2013, no. 220) is a model of evangelization that seeks to transform the wider
structures of society through individual acts of compassion and presence. It especially
seeks to reach the poor and those “on the peripheries” (Francis, 2013, no. 20) who have a
significant contribution to make, yet are often forgotten. Although the culture of
encounter is generally understood as an encounter between two people, the essence of
this concept can also be applied to one’s encounter with the beautiful, which asks one to
look beyond an individual encounter with a piece of artwork, poetry, or literature and
examine that which lies outside the tangible. Additionally, by fostering individual
encounters with the beautiful, especially in classrooms where the beautiful is not always
readily accessible or acknowledged—beauty “on the peripheries” so to speak— the
Catholic school teacher contributes towards the larger renewal of the entire school. It is
from this framework of the culture of encounter that the following case study was
conducted, focusing specifically on fostering encounters with the beautiful through the
lived witness of the saints.
Pedagogy of Beauty in Practice: Encountering Beauty through the Saints
The saints as poetic knowledge
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Walking the halls in my first weeks of student teaching, my eye caught a series of
images covering a Spanish teacher’s door. It was a collection of Latin American saints,
diverse in their appearance, age level, and accomplishment. I cannot remember the name
of any one saint in particular, but I remember being moved by their mere presence, not on
a theology teacher’s door where they are expected, but on the door of a teacher in a nontheology discipline. At the time, I was teaching The Book Thief by Markus Zusak to my
students and, although we had discussed things such as human dignity, the role of
government, and the common good, I still felt a gap in my incorporation of the Catholic
Intellectual Tradition in my curriculum. Seeing the Spanish teacher’s door reminded me
of an invaluable resource I had not yet tapped into: the living witness of the saints.
As an English Language Arts educator, my discipline is centered around
narratives, stories that capture the human experience in all its trials, woes, and
celebrations. The stories of the saints, which capture the extraordinary witness of human
lives, stand in a privileged place for engagement in Language Arts curriculum. Yet, it is
not only their compelling stories. The saints stand in a privileged relationship with the
beautiful, exuding the sort of “poetic knowledge” called for by R. Jared Staudt (2020)
and Jem Sullivan (2020) in their work on sacramental education. Poetic knowledge
imbues education with a more holistic formation that not only seeks to form the intellect
with career-based knowledge, but to also infuse it with a deeper wisdom that prepares the
human person to transform the society in which they live (Sullivan, 2020, pp. 157-158).
This sense of poetic knowledge can also be likened to what C.S. Lewis calls myth as fact,
a sense of the miraculous that acts as a sort of intermediary between the concrete and the
abstract, “the marriage of heaven and earth” (Lewis, 1972, p. 4). Just as “every myth
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becomes the father of innumerable truths on the abstract level” as Lewis states (1972, p.
3), so, too, does the mythical nature of the saints connect the human to the larger truth of
the Christ, to whom each saint ordered their life. Additionally, the saints’ role of
mediation between the abstract and the concrete is also made manifest by intercessory
prayer. By acting as intercessors, or those in heaven who pray for those remaining on
earth, the saints act as a bridge between humanity and God. By their very nature, then, the
lives of the saints act as a sort of medium, a liminal space, between the human and the
Divine.
The lives of the saints, however, are not only a clear avenue for connecting the
sacred and the secular; they also make the witness of Christ concrete in various times and
places. Due to the extensive time and steps involved in the current canonization process,
it can be tempting to limit the idea of sainthood to stories from centuries ago. However,
by inviting the voices of contemporary saints into the curriculum, this engages students
with an idea of a sainthood that is unfolding now and that is attainable even by the most
ordinary person. Combined, both elements of poetic knowledge and contemporary
witness places the stories of the saints in a privileged position for engaging beauty as a
means of the new evangelization in the classroom. Mirroring the way which art acts as
the bridge between human creativity and the Creator Himself, the saints, too, lift the eyes
of students upward as they contemplate what it means to live a beautiful life.
The following unit plan (see Figure 3.3) draws upon this reality of saints as a form
of poetic knowledge to implement a Pedagogy of Beauty in the English classroom. This
mini unit, centered around heroic virtue, asks students to examine the stories of heroes
during World War II and the Holocaust to consider how they, too, can live out heroic
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virtue in their life. This mini unit plan is meant to be situated within a larger Holocaust
literature unit. In this case study, these lessons were implemented after reading The Book
Thief by Markus Zusak, connecting the stories of the Holocaust Heroes and the saints to
the last comment that Death, the unreliable narrator in The Book Thief, makes about
humanity. However, these plans could be easily adapted to fit another text from the
Holocaust if needed. The following section examines the application of these lessons in
the classroom. Commentary for further development will also be provided.
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Figure 3.3 Heroic Virtue Mini-Uni
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The beautiful life: Christian anthropology
Before delving into the specificity of the beautiful life, it helps to explore the
nature of the human person in general. To establish this foundation, Lesson 1 began by
returning to the theme of good and evil in The Book Thief. The final comment that Death
makes at the end of the novel is that he is “haunted by humans” (Zusak, 2005, p. 550).
Although this can appear rather dismal on first glance, the story that haunts Death most
deeply is one of great courage and hope: that of the protagonist Liesel Meminger. By
returning to this theme at the end of the novel, this helps to establish for the students that
although humanity is capable of immense evil, the very nature of the human person,
created in the image and likeness of God, is good (Vatican Council II, 1965, Gaudium et
Spes, no. 12).
To allow students to continue exploring this idea of humanity’s inherent goodness
even amidst great evil, they were asked to conduct a short research project and
presentation on an assigned “Holocaust Hero”: a man or woman who acted in heroic
virtue to oppose the Nazi regime in the early 1940s (see Figure 3.4). Some of these men
and women were saints officially recognized in the Catholic church (Saint Maximillian
Kolbe and Blessed Franz Jägerstätter); others were ordinary men and women who did
courageous deeds in service of the Jewish people (Irena Sendler, Miep and Jan Augustus
Gies, and the Women of Valor). No matter their religious background, the men and
women selected for the purpose of this project embodied heroic virtue or “the
performance of extraordinary virtuous actions with readiness […] over a period of time”
(Catholic Culture, 2022).
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Figure 3.4 Holocaust Heroes Assignment
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Figure 3.4 Holocaust Heroes Rubric
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Students were provided with an “Investigation Worksheet” (see Figure 3.5) to
assist their research. Placing the onus on students to conduct the research on their own
rather than directly instructing on the heroes—evident by the very choice of the title
“Investigation Worksheet”—invited the students into the exploration of a life rather than
passively listening to a lecture. Although this worksheet is also an academic task, it is
also brief, giving students the appropriate amount of scaffolding and accountability
without inhibiting their exploration of the beautiful life. As students worked in their
groups to complete the worksheet and to construct their poster in Lesson 2 (see Figure
3.6), I was struck by how many of them were pulled into the lives of their heroes in a way
that both they and I had not expected. Many of the students were unfamiliar with their
hero before this project and it was moving how the students were able to almost view the
lives of these saints and heroic figures as they would a piece of literature, dissecting
important elements, motivations, and themes to understand the whole of who the person
was. In this way, although this mini-unit does not engage a piece of written literature
specifically, it still functions much the same as a literary text would— pulling its
“readers” into a story of a beautiful life that helps them to better understand their own
humanity.
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Figure 3.5 Investigation Worksheet
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Figure 3.6 Holocaust Heroes Student Posters

The beautiful life: Film, photography, and personal witness
After establishing a general foundation on the nature of the human person through
Lessons 1 and 2, the third lesson in this mini unit turns its focus to the lives of both Saint
Maximillian Kolbe and Blessed Franz Jägerstätter specifically in order to draw the
students more deeply into the beauty of heroic virtue. Considering the mythical ability of
the saints to elicit poetic knowledge, these two holy figures, one a priest and the other a
lay person, are a particularly helpful resource for eliciting a response to the beautiful. To
invite the students more deeply into the beautiful life, this lesson focuses on different
artistic media, namely film and photography, as a means of expanding upon the
“literature”—the individual stories of the Holocaust Heroes— that the students
discovered. Although the beautiful is by no means limited to the sphere of art, as
exemplified in the engagement of the beautiful life within this curriculum, art, like the
saints, exists in a sort of liminal space between the human and the Divine, the fruit of
conversation between the craftsperson and the Creator (Staudt, 2014, p. 58). Therefore, to
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continue captivating the students with the beauty they have already experienced in
exploring these beautiful lives, it only makes sense to incorporate elements of the
beautiful as experienced in artwork, too.
Although elements of Lesson 3, namely focusing on the lives of Kolbe and
Jägerstätter through the trailer for A Hidden Life and my pilgrimage experience, were
placed at the end Lesson 2 when originally taught within this case study, I decided to
revise the plan and separate these elements into their own lesson after reflection on the
depth of student learning. Fruitful conversation around the connection between faith and
action and the goodness of humanity amidst darkness were strong and quite powerful.
However, this conversation was not student-lead and rather prompted by my own
questioning for the sake of time. Additionally, students were fully immersed and
engaged, more so than at any other time in the unit, when I shared the pictures and stories
from my pilgrimage experience to Poland, Kolbe’s homeland, and while watching the
trailer to A Hidden Life. However, there simply was not enough time in two 50-minute
lessons to engage with the lives of Kolbe and Jägerstätter and to unpack the concept of
heroic virtue in a way that students could make deep and meaningful connections to their
own lives. As a result, when revising this unit, I added the Militia of the Immaculata
video, the additional Church Painter scene from A Hidden Life, the Visual Literacy
worksheet (see Figure 3.7), and an extended Socratic Seminar to address this need. These
changes will be reflected in commentary that follows.
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Figure 3.7 Visual Literacy Assignment
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Two videos were selected for engaging the beautiful life in Lesson 3: “The Militia
of the Immaculata”, which shares the story of Saint Maximillian Kolbe, and a trailer and
scene from A Hidden Life, a 2020 film directed by Terrence Malick on the life of Blessed
Franz Jägerstätter. Both pieces of film were selected for their powerful use of visual
storytelling, providing the viewer with strong images that go beyond a historical account
of a life, but more importantly humanize the saints as real people through their display of
human emotion. In “The Militia of the Immaculata,” the image of a man walking against
the current acts as an extended metaphor not only for St. Maximillian Kolbe’s life, but
also the entire Christian journey. In the video, a man is trudging upstream against the
current (Studio Siposh, 2018, 0:16), symbolizing the pull of the world—and in Kolbe’s
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case the pressure to conform to the Nazi regime. Eventually, this work becomes too
difficult, and the man succumbs to the current (1:26). However, when the video cuts to
the image of Kolbe sacrificing his life for another man while at Auschwitz (4:30), the arm
of a woman reaches out to the man, presumably Mary the Mother of God, and helps him
to continue pushing upstream once again (5:11). This imagery, coupled with direct quotes
from Kolbe himself, provides excellent imagery for discussing the concept of apathy
which is a major obstacle towards heroic virtue. Kolbe, symbolized by the man who
chooses to walk against the current, refused to “go with the flow” of Nazism taking hold
of Poland during his time. Instead, through his act of sacrifice at Auschwitz—heroic
virtue— Kolbe refuses to remain indifferent and instead remains faithful to Christ, to
whom his life was lived for.
The trailer and scene from A Hidden Life function much in the same way as the
previous video through its use of vivid imagery and heart-wrenching emotion. As a film
produced by one of Hollywood’s renowned cinematographers, Terrence Malick, it stands
in stark contrast to the series of low-budget Christian films one may be used to. What
makes A Hidden Life so moving is not only the way that it captures the story of a soon-tobe saint in the Catholic Church, but moreover how it does so using Malick’s cinematic
style of poetic beauty. The trailer of A Hidden Life does just this by splicing together a
series of central images from the movie that capture the whole range of the human
experience, from the mundane everyday of farmers working in the field
(SearchlightPictures, 2019, 0:15) and family celebrations (0:30) to the most haunting of
Adolf Hitler’s army (0:52) and Jägerstätter’s experience in prison (1:42). Similarly, the
Church Painter scene, which takes place before Jägerstätter is arrested, acts almost as an
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extended meditation on the demand of the Christian life in the face of social unrest.
While painting the local church, the painter states, “I paint their comfortable Christ with a
halo over his head […] Someday I might have the courage to venture, not yet. Someday
I’ll paint the true Christ (Spoof, 2020, 2:22). Similarly, as with the reflection on Kolbe’s
life, this question of the “comfortable Christ” and the “true Christ” returns students
attention back to juxtaposition of apathy and heroic virtue, the latter of which Jägerstätter
gives witness to in his beautiful life. Combined, both pieces of film, provide students
with a visual to attach to the narrative they have already formed around the beautiful life,
helping them to consider the greater Beauty that underlies it all.
Finally, in consideration of the beautiful through visual art forms, I also shared
photos from a pilgrimage I took to Poland (see Figure 3.8). Because these images were
joined with personal experience, class content mediated through my witness as the
teacher, these photos had the ability to pull the students into the stories of these saints
more so than any other art form. When sharing the images of St. Maximillian Kolbe’s
monastery at Niepokalanów or my experience walking the grounds of Auschwitz (no
photos were taken here as this is a sacred burial ground), the students were completely
immersed and moved by that which inspired me. It was a touching experience for me to
be able to share a personal faith experience with my students as these opportunities,
although not absent, do not come as readily being in the English Language Arts
classroom. This demonstrates even more how important teacher witness is in instilling a
sense of the beautiful within the classroom environment in addition to the curriculum
itself. For as Paul VI so aptly states in Evangelii nuntiandi, “Modern man listens more
willingly to witnesses than to teachers, and if he does listen to teachers, it is because they
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are witnesses” (1975, no. 41). If the new evangelization is to be fully lived within the
Catholic school in the modern world, then the personal witness of a beautiful life lived
within the educator must be part of this equation as well.
The beautiful life: Social justice and the common good
Although students adequately researched the beautiful life on a microscopic scale,
the lessons also created space for students think about how each saint’s life affected the
whole of the body of Christ through the lens of Catholic Social Teaching (CST). Utilizing
a handout created by Catholic Charities of Saint Paul and Minneapolis (see Figure 3.9),
each student connected their Holocaust Hero to one of the key principles of Catholic
Social Teaching (see Figures 3.5 and 3.6). Additionally, social justice and the common
good played a key role in class conversations and debriefing in Lessons 2 and 3, as
students responded to questions such as, “Why is it important that faith or belief be
partnered with action?” and “How can you stand up against indifference and apathy in
your own life (i.e. live heroic virtue?)” (see Lesson 3 in Figure 3.3). Combined with the
in-depth immersion that the students have into the lives of Saint Maximillian Kolbe and
Blessed Franz Jägerstätter through Christian anthropology, film, photography, and
personal witness, adding this element of Catholic Social Teaching connects students’
understanding of the beautiful life with the ultimate goal of Pope Francis’s culture of
encounter: for individual interactions to ripple to affect the communion of the whole.
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Figure 3.8 Photos from pilgrimage: Kolbe’s original uniform while a prisoner at
Auschwitz, his desk where he wrote for the Militia Immaculata, and the chapel at
Niepokalanów where he celebrated mass with his brothers. Photos taken by Eliza
Canevari. Used with permission.

P a g e | 66

Figure 3.9. Catholic Charities of Saint Paul and Minneapolis CST Handout
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The beautiful life: Human freedom
Finally, after students have studied and experienced the beautiful life through
their study of the Holocaust Heroes and the saints, it only makes sense that students also
be provided with opportunities to internalize the beautiful life themselves. Here, is where
the concept described by the Congregation for Catholic Education as “rais[ing] questions
about the “how and the “why” and the “what” and then point[ing] out and deepen[ing]
the positive results of this investigation” (Congregation, 1988, no. 108) is especially
useful. To accomplish this method of pre-evangelization through pointed questioning in
this mini-unit, a Socratic Seminar was implemented. The Socratic Seminar is a student
lead dialogue that provides students with an opportunity to engage open-ended questions
to construct deeper meaning from a particular topic or text (see Figure 3.7). Because the
goal of a Socratic Seminar is not to come to the same conclusion by the end of the
discussion, but rather engage in meaningful dialogue, this instructional method is
particularly useful for engaging a wide range of student voices, who civilly engage with
one another even when they disagree. Additionally, because this is a student-led
discussion, the teacher only interrupts when the conversation needs to be redirected or
stimulated. By placing the onus yet again on the students to respond to, build upon, and
gently challenge each other’s assumptions, they are able to come to an understanding of
what it means to live a beautiful life through their own agency. In this way, the teacher is
never telling the students what to believe, but rather allows students to come to their own
conclusions based on the learning previously scaffolded for them on the beautiful life.
This welcoming of dialogue and freedom does not cast aside any sort of evangelical
imperative, but rather embraces it in full—opening the students up that which stands
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“behind this moral freedom […] those absolute values which alone give meaning and
value to human life,” a life with Christ (Congregation, 1977, no. 30).
Conclusion
Although not an exhaustive approach towards implementing a Pedagogy of
Beauty within English Language Arts curriculum, the case study analyzed in this chapter
offers an example of applying Pope Francis’s “culture of encounter” (2013, no. 220) in
the Catholic school today. Through the concept of the beautiful life, mediated through the
lives of the saints who by their very nature exude a sense of poetic knowledge, this unit
plan and case study demonstrate how Christian anthropology, film, photography,
personal witness, social justice, and appeal to human freedom allow the student to
consider the greater Beauty which underlies it all—Jesus Christ—who is the ultimate
goal of any Christian education (Congregation, 1977, no. 35). However, this preliminary
study is only one step in the practical application of the beautiful in the Catholic school
today. More research on how the beautiful may be applied in other non-theology
disciplines and educational contexts is recommended in order that the new evangelization
may continue to invite believers and nonbelievers alike to look upwards towards the God
who enraptures all of creation with His love.
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